Introduction
In a masculinist imperial culture white women were commonly regarded as 'the ruin of empire', 1 potential threats to racial boundaries or disruptive of male culture in the colonies and interfering 'do-gooders' in the metropolitan centre. Yet women's activism was arguably important in both defending and challenging empire.
Elite women's activism in furthering the imperial project was evident before the First
World War 2 but in the late empire after 1918, emancipated women in the metropole and colonies were able to take a more pro-active role in imperial politics. A minority of women also became involved in organisations and initiatives critical of empire and the racial orders that supported it. pursuing an agenda of human rights and equal citizenship in international forums. 4 My focus is mainly on metropolitan based activism but also significant is the growth of white female activism in the white settler colonies, where women were forging identities independent of the metropolitan centre. Organisations like the BCL were establishing their own agendas, including the rights of colonised women. In the case of Kenya and Rhodesia settler women's agendas relating to race, African nationalism, and settler autonomy could conflict with those of metropolitan female activists. 5 Thus local initiatives in the empire, particularly in the white settler colonies, were part of vertical networks of power linking colony and metropole but arguably went beyond the philanthropic maternalist concern for oppressed colonised women of the pre-1914 era in that female influence was more varied and extensive as decolonisation approached. Though masculine eyes, 'feminization' was also associated with the weakening and decline of empire, a loss of masculine vigour.
First I trace the important developments spanning the pre-and post-war period that brought white women more predominantly into imperial politics and highlight key aspects of continuity and change. This is followed by an analysis of the nature of women's activism from the end of the First World War up to decolonisation.
Female emancipation and empire activism: continuity and change
Continuities existed from the pre-1914 era up to decolonisation in elite women's support for the imperial mission and participation in pro-imperial organisations.
'Maternalist' concern for colonised women's welfare persisted. Additionally, some women activists, particularly those involved with white settler colonies, also retained pre-war concepts of hierarchical racial orders and their importance to white prestige and power. However, there were also important changes as the confident imperial expansion of the pre-war period was increasingly undermined by anti-colonialism and emergent discourses that challenged scientific racism. Female emancipation and the higher profile of an international feminist agenda also had a significant impact on British women's imperial activism. Before 1918, women were denied full citizenship although women were active in female emigration societies and a minority of women were influential in the high echelons of imperial power. Flora Shaw, wife of Frederick (Lord) Lugard, the first Governor of Nigeria, was a Times journalist writing on colonial affairs. The Fabian socialist, Beatrice Webb, 'invented'
the Coefficients 'a club to discuss the aims and methods of imperial policy' in 1904.
Club members included influential male imperialists. 11 Beatrice Webb was arguably one of the few women at the heart of imperial politics, particularly when Sidney Committee. 45 The agenda of the SOSBW demonstrates how class differences between women influenced the nature of their participation in empire as potential settler wives, worker emigrants, or elite activists with influential connexions in imperial circles. For elite and middle-class female activists the moral protection of workingclass female migrants was a priority and the Government issued a pamphlet which advised women not go out to colonies alone but 'in parties in charge of a matron'
(continuing the policy of chaperoning begun before the war). They were also urged to secure introductions through reputable organizations like the Victoria League whose London-based Settler's Welcome Committee would provide emigrants who had good references with' letters of introduction to corresponding committees in the Dominions'. 46 Concern for the moral probity of female migrants reflects the extent to which white women were central to upholding the vital race borders central to imperial visions of building a strong white empire. Jean P. Smith, one of the few historians to research female empire migration beyond the 1930s, has stressed how the need to support racial prestige provided continuity of purpose of the SOSBW throughout its history. 47 Female migration was thus vigorously promoted; Gladys Potts, chairman of the SOSBW Executive Committee until 1936 when she became vice-president, claimed that 'the destinies of race and empire lay in women's hands'.
An article in United Empire claimed that women's business was to 'get their house in order, to domesticate the heart of the wild', particularly the newer settler colonies as they were 'directly responsible' for colonial stability. other shipping lines. 54 The society was renamed the Women's Migration & Overseas Appointments Society in 1962 but soon folded when decolonisation accelerated and attention was refocused on the 'empire within' as migration from the now independent ex-colonial territories increased.
Female activism and agency in the evolution of late imperial policy and practice
In addition to female activism in pro-imperial organisations, British women also contributed to developments in imperial policy and practice in three major areas: in campaigning for colonial reforms, in contributing to the evolution of colonial development discourse and responses to the challenges of nationalism, and in the implementation of evolving colonial policies. Andrew Thompson has observed that the 'imperial mobility' of the professional middle classes, increased considerably in the first half of the twentieth century and influenced their perceptions of Empire. 55 As academics, members of parliament, journalists and writers women had greater opportunities to travel and work in the empire and to make an active contribution to imperial politics. This contribution included women who were critical, as well as supportive of the imperial mission. The relationship of such educated and mainly middle-class 'modern' women to empire was more diverse and nuanced than that of elite women's activities and reflected new forms of activism rather than continuity with the past. Women were breaching gender barriers and beginning to make their mark on colonial policy making, anthropological studies, and critical analyses of empire.
Firstly, I consider campaigns for colonial reforms in the metropolitan heartland where women now had a voice in parliament and more opportunities to mix with black and Asian colonial activists and students. From the interwar years, then, women arguably began to make a bigger mark on the shifting imperial agenda. Margery Perham, Britain's 'conscience on Africa' with her influential connexions, began to have more of a direct influence on colonial policies as a progressive imperialist. 71 Responding to a shift in government policy that became more noticeable during and after the Second World War, she stressed the need for the British empire 'to rise to her changing tasks' and express itself 'less in power than in service'. 72 This implies a shift from the masculine to a more 'feminine' concept of imperial mission. Colonial Service. Finally a small grant was allocated. 86 The WCS continued to receive support from the Colonial Office, including free accommodation through to the 1960s when it was keen to divest itself of its former 'colonial image'. 87 Publicity material now emphasised that the WCS was 'a circle of women of many races who…work for an increase in mutual understanding and friendship'. 88 Official recognition that the WCS did useful work reflected a grudging acceptance of the 'feminization' of the colonial practice and the importance of gender in the process of decolonisation.
The feminisation or ruin of empire?
There is much debate about the nature of empire in the period covered in this article and the extent to which it influenced imperial consciousness at home but, as Andrew Thompson has stressed that, even in the era of decolonisation, the empire arguably remained 'as much a symbolic as a substantive force' in British public life.
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In an era of rapid change, pro-imperialist women activists strove to keep the idea of empire alive and were strong defenders of a united empire based on Anglosaxon supremacy. However, when independence seemed inevitable, pro-imperialist women's organisations had to re-orient their activities towards ensuring a smooth transition to a commonwealth of nations where British influence still prevailed. In the penultimate years of empire other women activists also helped to shape policy reforms and made a notable contribution as academics, political campaigners and critics of colonialism to the evolution of colonial policy. Women activists were engaged in empire strengthening but were also some of the most ardent critics of empire and the racial inequalities upon which it was premised.
To return then to the key theme, then, did women have a 'feminising' influence on imperial politics and practice? And did this relate to stronger influence of supposed feminine characteristics of compassion and concern for human welfare?
There is some evidence that gender did influence interpersonal relations with the to be a woman governor'. 92 Non-the-less she had to content herself with the aura of power from the male administrators she admired. More women were admitted into the Colonial Service during the Second World War and after but they were still kept to the lower ranks and professional opportunities for women were limited and clearly gendered. 93 Women academics in colonial and African studies also continued to face discrimination from male colleagues; leading male anthropologists resented competition form women, regarded the intrusion of women into fieldwork as 'undesirable,' and believed they should stick to 'welfare work'. 94 If the high circles of imperial administration and academia remained largely a male preserve, in the broader context of colonial policy and practice British women's activism, female emancipation, and transnational white feminist initiatives did arguably contribute to a 'feminisation' of empire. At the fringes, the unflagging commitment of individual women arguably placed race and imperial issues more firmly on the political agenda in Britain. Colonial visitors were supported by liberal and left-wing women who made a key contribution to the development of anticolonial politics in Britain and multiculturalism. In this sense they were in the vanguard of transition to the postcolonial era. But pro-imperialist women were also influenced by changing times and embraced progressive ideas on race and colonial policy. Whilst staunchly defending empire they also acknowledged the need for changing agendas, particularly younger women. Thus, whilst there were threads of continuity between pre-and post-war female activism, female emancipation and social and political change precipitated by the two world wars tightened and 
